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Breaking Museal Tradition: 
Guadeloupe’s “Mémorial ACTe”  
and the Scenography of Slavery
RENÉE GOSSON*
This article examines the degree to which the scenography of Guadeloupe’s new 
slavery memorial represents an important turning point in the narrativization and 
museumification of the French Atlantic slave trade and slavery. Neither purely 
museum, memorial, nor monument, but all three at the same time, the MACTe 
escapes traditional museal classification. By blurring the lines between history 
and fiction, connecting past and present, and juxtaposing “authenticating” 
historic relics and symbolic contemporary artistic creations in a nonhierarchical 
way, the MACTe enacts a Creole museography, whereby not one single element is 
placed above another.
Dans quelle mesure la scénographie du nouveau mémorial de l’esclavage en 
Guadeloupe représente-t-elle un tournant important dans la narrativisation et la 
muséification de la traite négrière et de l’esclavage dans l’Atlantique français ? 
Tel est l’objet du présent article. Ni tout à fait musée, mémorial ou monument, mais 
les trois à la fois, le MACTe échappe à la classification muséale traditionnelle. 
En brouillant la démarcation entre histoire et fiction, en reliant le passé et le 
présent et en juxtaposant de manière non hiérarchique des reliques historiques 
authentificatrices des créations artistiques symboliques contemporaines, le 
MACTe met en place une muséographie créole, dans laquelle aucun élément n’est 
placé au-dessus d’un autre.
“Ce à quoi nous invite l’histoire de l’esclavage atlantique, 
c’est donc à fonder la nouvelle institution que serait l’anti-musée.”1
ON MAY 10, 2015, in the presence of several African heads of state and 
Caribbean and French politicians, President François Hollande inaugurated the 
Mémorial ACTe (Centre Caribéen d’expressions et de mémoire de la traite et 
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1	 A.	Mbembe,	“L’esclave,	figure	de	l’anti-musée	?”	in	F.	Vergès,	ed.,	Exposer l’esclavage : methodologies et 
pratiques (Paris: Africultures, 2013), p. 40.
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de l’esclavage, or The Caribbean Centre for the Expression and Memory of the 
Slave Trade and Slavery), the world’s largest slavery memorial. Ten years and 83 
million euros in the making, this striking waterfront centre welcomes visitors on 
the	bay	of	Pointe-à-Pitre,	at	the	site	of	Guadeloupe’s	largest	former	sugar	refinery,	
Darboussier, next to one of the island’s most impoverished neighbourhoods, 
Carénage,	 and	 amid	 demands	 for	 increased	 unemployment	 and	 financial	
reparations by descendants of slaves on both sides of the French Atlantic. In 
addition to these sociopolitical controversies, the Mémorial ACTe (MACTe) has 
also been subject to museographical ones as some scholars challenge the adequacy 
of its representation of the experience of the enslaved and others question the 
appropriateness of “exposing slavery” in what is an inherently Western institution 
(the	museum)	in	the	first	place:	“[W]e	might	ask	if	a	museum,	as	an	institution	
that is profoundly marked by the fantasy of modernity, and whose postmodern 
trimmings	only	double	its	capacity	to	create	a	fiction	nourished	by	the	West,	 is	
a suitable tool for voicing the complex cultural structure born out of slavery.”2 
This study aims to prove that, through its innovative and didactic museography, 
the MACTe represents an important turning point in the narrativization and 
museumification	of	the	French	Atlantic	slave	trade	and	slavery.
“Object-poor” Museography and the Challenges of Exposing Slavery
In Chapter 2 of Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate 
Atrocities—“The surviving object: Presence and Absence in Memorial 
Museums”—Paul Williams discusses the dearth of remaining objects that lend 
testimony	 to	 the	 experience	 of	 the	 oppressed:	 “[C]ompared	 to	 conventional	
history museums (dedicated to the stories of, say, an immigrant group, a form 
of	 labour,	or	a	 region	or	nation)	 there	 is	a	basic	difficulty	with	 the	object	base	
of memorial museums: orchestrated violence aims to destroy, and typically does 
so	efficiently.	The	injured,	dispossessed,	and	expelled	are	left	object-poor.”3 This 
absence of objects is entirely relevant in the context of the French Caribbean as 
well, where very few physical objects remain today to represent the experience 
of the enslaved: “Peu d’objets de la vie des esclaves ont survécu.”4 The objects 
that	 do	 remain	 originate	 from	 what	 Françoise	 Vergès	 calls	 an	 “economy	 of	
predation,” and as such, have historically been used against the enslaved, and 
museographically speaking, have served to further reinforce the colonizer’s 
experience of the plantation economy and to reinscribe the enslaved as victim: 
[C]es	 expositions	 ont	 le	 plus	 souvent	 recours	 aux	 objets	 et	 textes	 créés	 par	 le	
système	 esclavagiste	 –	 fouets,	 instruments	 de	 torture,	 textes	 juridiques	 dont	 le	
Code noir, actes de vente, registres de plantation, maquettes de bateaux négriers 
2 C. Chivallon, “Representing the Slave Past: The Limits of Museographical and Patrimonial Discourses” 
in N. Frith and K. Hodgson, eds., At the Limits of Memory: Legacies of Slavery in the Francophone World 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014), p. 43.
3 Paul Williams, Memorial Museums: The Global Rush to Commemorate Atrocities (Oxford: Berg 
Publishers, 2007), p. 25.




Such is the case in Nantes, where, in the city’s history museum—Le Musée 
d’Histoire	de	Nantes—one	finds	a	significant	emphasis	on,	and	nostalgia	for,	the	
financial	benefits	of	the	transatlantic	slave	trade	for	this	largest	former	French	slave	
port city.6 The rooms dedicated to its slave trade history display objects that testify 
to the city’s newly acquired appreciation of luxury colonial products: containers 
and utensils used for storage and serving of sugar and coffee; commissioned 
portraits	of	ship	owners	in	all	their	finery;	Caribbean-grown	mahogany	furniture,	
exotically-patterned	 fabrics,	 clocks,	 porcelain	 china,	 and	 other	 fine	 decorative	
ornaments (oftentimes with a Black servant integrated into tobacco snuffboxes 




and collars) that dominate the museography of the Musée de Histoire de Nantes’s 
slave trade exhibition, there is no accommodation made for the enslaved’s point 
of view or experience of these objects.
As	Vergès	says,	exposing	the	purely	economic	benefits	of	this	trade	without	
fully exploring the human consequences and cultural legacies of this history is 





humain assigné à cette place est aussi un enfant, une femme, un homme avec ses 
souvenirs,	sa	chair,	son	sang,	ses	rêves,	ses	désespoirs,	ses	langues.7
Paul Williams emphasizes the necessity of creating a sensorial or emotional 
experience in the museum when it comes to commemorating trauma: “This is 
especially pertinent when the themes related to us by memorial museums are 
those of physical discomfort, pain, and alienation.”8 Clearly, museums that choose 
to tell the history of slavery bear the responsibility to do so in such a way that 
communicates events from the perspective of the enslaved. It must also do so 
in such a way that breaks with traditional museography. We will now examine 
to what extent Guadeloupe’s new memorial for the enslaved and cultural centre 
5	 On	 the	 “economy	 of	 predation,”	 see	 Françoise	 Vergès, L’homme prédateur : Ce que nous enseigne 
l’esclavage sur notre temps (Paris: Albin Michel, 2011). On memorial museums’ reinforcement of the 
colonizer’s experience, Williams, Memorial Museums, p. 26, wrote, “A marked feature of the memorial 
museum	collection	is	that	it	is	defined	by—or	even	held	hostage	to—what	the	perpetrators	in	each	event	
produced.” Quotation	from	Vergès,	Exposer l’esclavage, p. 10.
6 See Renaud Hourcade’s Les ports négriers face à leur histoire : Politiques de la mémoire à Nantes, 
Bordeaux et Liverpool (Paris: Dalloz, 2014).
7	 Vergès,	Exposer l’esclavage, p. 11.
8 Williams, Memorial Museums, p. 98.
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answers	this	call	for	a	different	approach	and	is	the	“anti-musée”	of	the	epigraph	
above.
What’s in a Name? The Memorial Museum
Consistent with its elusive museography, the “Mémorial ACTe” (referred to as 
the	“MACTe”	by	 its	staff	and	 locals)	escapes	fixity	and	defies	 logic	 in	 its	very	
name. Neither abbreviation nor acronym for its longer nomination (Centre 
Caribéen d’expressions et de mémoire de la traite et de l’esclavage), the “act” 
in Mémorial ACTe is at once both one of memory and of community building: 
“[L]’acte	du	souvenir	pour	fabriquer	une	société	nouvelle.”9 Inherent also in this 
“act” is movement (action) and resistance, characteristic of both marronnage and 
the	ever	evolving	process	of	creolization	that	defines	Caribbean	identity:	“Le	nom	
de Mémorial ACTe est né de cette volonté, à l’instar de beaucoup de courants 
anglo-saxons	qui	associent	la	résistance	à	l’acte.	Une	mémoire	en	action,	comme	
l’a été la résistance des Africains durant la période de l’esclavage, comme l’est la 
construction d’une culture créole toujours en movement.”10 In the MACTe’s very 
name	then,	there	is	a	fugitive	element	that	resists	surface-level	interpretation.
In	addition	to	its	name,	the	MACTe	also	defies	traditional	museal	classification.	
Although the vast majority of visitors refer to it as a “museum,” the MACTe’s 
composition is truly more of a hybrid.11 Neither purely museum, memorial, nor 
monument,	but	 all	 three	at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	MACTe	comes	closest	 to	fitting	
the	 category	 of	 “memorial	 museum”	 as	 defined	 by	 Williams:	 “‘[M]emorial	
museum’ is a compound made necessary by the complication of conventional 
museological categories.”12	First,	consistent	with	Williams’s	definition,	like	other	
memorial museums, the MACTe’s highly symbolic location—(a) on the bay of 
Point-à-Pitre,	 facing	 the	 ocean	 whence	 thousands	 of	African	 captives	 arrived	
for a life of enslavement in Guadeloupe, and (b) at the site of the largest former 
sugar factory (Darboussier)—locates the MACTe as a place of trauma and also 
one of gathering and of mourning: “‘C’est	un	lieu	très	symbolique	:	 l’usine	est	
liée	à	la	canne,	elle-même	liée	à	l’esclavage.ʼ”13 Second, like the 9/11 Memorial 
9 Mémorial ACTe: Dossier de Presse, p. 10. 
10 Mémorial ACTe: Dossier de Presse, p. 10.
11 The vast majority of visitors as evidenced from a cursory glance at TripAdvisor reviews and basic internet 
searches.	Thierry	L’Etang,	anthropologist	and	scientific	director	of	the	MACTe	insists:	“Ce	centre	n’est	
pas	un	musée	…	 il	 se	veut	un	 lieu	de	 réflexion	et	 création.”	See	Claire	Bommelaer,	 “Guadeloupe	 :	 le	




toutes les caractéristiques et plus encore.” See Mémorial ACTe Brochure, “La Mémoire inspire l’avenir,” 
p. 5. Quotation from Williams, Memorial Museums, p. 8.
13 On the symbolic locations of museums, Williams, Memorial Museums, p. 102, writes: “We exist in a time 
when	there	is	great	confidence	in	the	idea	of	physical	locations	as	appropriate	repositories	for	genuine	local	
memory	and	as	loci	that	will	help	others	gain	a	tangible	sense	of	an	event	….	Location	affords	not	only	the	
ability to picture the traumatic episode, but also to reawaken the feeling of an event triggered by ambient 
textures of sound, light, and smell. The notion of the memorial museum as a live sensory experience goes 
some	way	towards	ameliorating	the	‘crisis	of	reference’	that	nags	suspiciously	at	the	role	of	the	object	and	
the	 image	….”	Édouard	Glissant,	 in	Mémoires des esclavages. La fondation d’un centre national pour 
la mémoire des esclavages et de leurs abolitions. (Paris: Gallimard, 2007), p. 49, argues, “l’une des plus 
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Museum, for example, the fundamental purpose of the MACTe is to honour and 
to mourn the tremendous loss of life, in this case, primarily as a result of the 
transatlantic slave trade: “Au total, 254 000 Noirs seront contraints à l’exil vers 
les Antilles françaises. Plus largement, les historiens estiment que 13 millions 
de	personnes	ont	été	déportées	vers	 les	Amériques	ou	ont	fini	dans	 les	flots	du	
‘passage	du	milieu.’”14 In addition to its memorial architecture (discussed below) 
and	the	Black,	inscriptionless,	tombstone-shaped	headstones	near	the	parking	lot	
that leads to the MACTe’s main entrance, the memorial property includes a sky 
bridge	to	the	“Morne	Mémoire”:	a	quiet	place	for	reflection	with	a	panoramic	view	
of the bay. Third, like other memorial museums, the MACTe aids “survivors” 
(here, descendants of the enslaved) in identifying victims: Its genealogical centre 
contains approximately 8,000 Guadeloupian family trees.15 Fourth, as a memorial 
site,	the	MACTe	has	hosted	“politically	significant	special	events”—the	May	10,	
2015,	inauguration	and	the	arrival	point	of	2,000	white-garbed	silent	marchers	in	
the wake of the November 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris and the neighbourhood 
of Saint Denis. Finally, the MACTe partners with human rights organizations 
and has “an especially strong pedagogic mission,” whereby “educational work 
is stimulated by moral considerations and draws ties to issues in contemporary 
society in a way that is uncommon in standard museum presentations of history.”16 
Clearly, one of the distinguishing features of the MACTe is its culminating focus 
on the continued existence of slavery in the contemporary world.
Memorial Architecture: Rhizomic Connections across Time and Continents
Architecturally speaking, the MACTe’s impressive steel and granite structure, 
visible from land and from sea, is a powerful sign of the memory work it contains 
within its walls. Described as “silver roots on a black box,” the walls’ brilliant 
sparks of quartz serve to remind the visitor of the millions of victims whose lives 
are commemorated at the MACTe: “Le matériau utilisé présente la particularité 
d’être	 incrusté	 de	 nombreux	 éclats	 de	 quartz	 dorés,	 représentant	 les	 millions	
d’âmes disparues.”17 Sprawling metallic silver roots cover the black box and 
evoke at the same time the mangrove, so emblematic of the Creole ecosystem 
and cultural identity, and also the aggressive vegetation that is reclaiming several 
abandoned sites of memory on the island. Although arguably an invasive species 
that	 has	 earned	 its	 “cursed”	 reputation	 in	 the	 French	West	 Indies,	 the	 “figuier	
intenses dévastations nées des histoires des humanités, la traite et l’esclavage des populations africaines 
qui	 seront	 déportées	 dans	 ce	 qu’on	 nommait	 déjà	Amériques.	…”	Quotation	 from	Natalie Levisalles, 
“Esclavage : en Guadeloupe, une mémoire trouble,” Libération, May 8, 2015, http://www.liberation.fr/
societe/2015/05/08/esclavage-en-guadeloupe-une-memoire-troublee_1299781.
14 According to its president, Jacques Martiel, the MACTe is a “mausoleum.” See his “The Mémorial ACTe: 
Sharing Memories for a Renewed Humanity” (presentation, Center for French and Francophone Studies, 
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA, February 26, 2016), video and PowerPoint, https://lecture.
lsu.edu/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=83dd6930-fdad-4337-abcd-a71cacdb01da. Quotation from Pierre 
Castel, “Le Mémorial ACTe Guadeloupe, en mémoire de l’esclavage” L’Express, May 5, 2015, http://www.
lexpress.fr/styles/familles-royales/le-memorial-acte-guadeloupe-en-memoire-de-l-esclavage_1682065.
html. 
15 Castel, “Le Mémorial ACTe Guadeloupe.”
16 Williams, Memorial Museums, p. 21.
17 Mémorial ACTe Brochure, “La Mémoire inspire l’avenir,” p. 5.
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maudit,” many maintain, is actually enabling some of the islands’ vestige walls to 
continue standing. 
The sprawling silver roots of the MACTe also call forth the Glissantian 
rhizomic and transversal connections that the permanent exhibition within 
the MACTe’s walls makes between past and present and between ancient and 
contemporary forms of enslavement across continents, from French West Indian 
history to Black history in the United States (slavery, KKK, Jim Crow) to examples 
of a continuation of various forms of enslavement in the world today. With its 
permanent and temporary exposition spaces, genealogy research centre, multimedia 
library, Black portrait gallery, and performance space, the MACTe bears a striking 
resemblance to Martinican writer and theoretician Édouard Glissant’s proposal for 
what	was	to	(and	still	might)	become	a	multifunctional,	Paris-based	national	centre	
for the memory of slaveries (in the plural).18 Glissant’s 2007 proposal—titled 
Mémoires des esclavages : La Fondation d’un centre national pour la mémoire 
des esclavages et de leurs abolitions—was commissioned under Jacques Chirac’s 
government	by	former	prime	minister	Dominique	de	Villepin	on	the	occasion	of	
the 2001 passing of the Taubira Law and the creation in 2004 of the Comité pour 
la	Mémoire	de	 l’Esclavage.	Glissant’s	plural-named	“mémoire	des	esclavages”	
approaches slavery in its globality, a charge the MACTe has also adopted and 
which has led to some scepticism. 
Toujours déjà: Always already Republican and Western?
Indeed, the MACTe rather ambitiously attempts to “cover” a large spatial 
(geographical)	 and	 temporal	 expanse,	 from	 antiquity	 to	 twenty-first-century	
slavery	 (human	and	organ	 trafficking,	child	 labour,	 sex	slavery,	etc.).	This	vast	
focus	 has	 not	 surprisingly	 occasioned	 concerns	 of	 dilution	of	 a	Guadeloupian-
specific	experience	of	slavery,	in	addition	to	a	denouncement	of	what	some	see	
as	a	falsification	of	history.	Along	these	lines,	the	inclusion	of	a	discussion	of	the	
internal slave trade within Africa has engendered outrage and an inauguration 
boycott by those that see this as an attempt to disculpate Europe for its transatlantic 
enterprise.	 In	 addition,	 MACTe	 critics	 also	 find	 in	 the	 permanent	 exhibition	
an overemphasis on France’s abolitionist role in the colonies, a narrative that 
obfuscates colonization and slavery and heroicizes France as a liberating 
and	 unifying	 force:	 “une	 fiction	 de	 la	 France	 une	 et	 indivisible,	 défenseuse	
éternelle des droits de l’homme.”19 In an already determined context of French 
18 With the changing of the Republican guard in France, from a Chiracian to a Sarkozian government, 
Glissant’s national centre did not see the light of day, but remained a debated topic, usually surfacing 
around the May 10 festivities in France. On May 10, 2017, the 12th anniversary of the annual National 
Day of Commemoration of the Slave Trade, Slavery and their Abolitions, and during what would be his last 
official	appearance	as	French	president,	François	Hollande	announced	the	creation	of	a	foundation	for	the	
remembrance of the slave trade, slavery, and its abolition—which he had hoped would include a museum 
and a memorial as proposed by Glissant—in Paris and at the Hôtel de la Marine. President Emmanuel 
Macron has endorsed the creation of the foundation and the installation of a memorial in the Jardin des 
Tuileries	 in	2021.	 In	 lieu	of	a	new	museum	 in	Paris,	however,	he	has	pledged	financial	 support	 to	 the	
MACTe. 
19	 Michelle	 Guerci,	 “Memorial	 ACTe,	 Code	 Noir	 :	 Enquête	 sur	 une	 Guadeloupe	 meurtrie	 et	 divisée”	
Mediapart, May 8, 2015, https://blogs.mediapart.fr/michelle-guerci/blog/080515/memorial-acte-la-
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universalism where French abolitionism is celebrated over Black resistance, and 
where Republican values are touted over collective and communitarian identity of 
descendants of the enslaved, one wonders, as has Christine Chivallon, if it is even 
possible for a museum space to represent the experience of the enslaved:
[T]he	field	of	patrimonial	practices	relating	to	slavery	in	France	is	characterized	by	
a double lacuna. First, it remains faithful to a political context in which the desire to 
“break the silence” is subordinated to a strategic need to save the republican model; 
and second it resorts to practices that are highly limited in nature since they remain 
dependent	upon	a	nationalist	and	Euro-centric	understanding	of	patrimony.20
By prioritizing “social cohesion” over “remembrance,” traditional museal spaces 
are limited in the stories they tell.21 The MACTe, however, is not a typical museum. 
As we will see below, it leverages a new museographical approach in order to 
challenge and to break through the limits of traditional slavery museography.
guadeloupe-meurtrie-et-divisee-0.
20 Chivallon, “Representing the Slave Past,” p. 43.
21 Chivallon, “Representing the Slave Past,” p. 28.
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Figure 1: Mémorial ACTe, centre caribéen d'expressions et de mémoire de la traite et de 
l'esclavage, Guadeloupe. 
Source: Photo. G. Aricique.
186 Histoire sociale / Social History
Toward a Creole Museography
Inside the MACTe, the concept, scenography, and innovative use of new 
technologies of its permanent exhibition model the diversity inherent in Creole 
societies: 
La conception programmatique du projet scénographique croise les approches 
historiques,	 socio-politiques,	 philosophiques,	 anthropologiques	 et	 artistiques	 sur	




The rich diversity of the MACTe’s scenographic approach contributes to a 
different	narrativation	of	slavery	and	models	Glissant’s	definition	of	créolisation:
La créolisation, c’est un métissage d’arts, ou de langages qui produit de l’inattendu. 
C’est une façon de se transformer de façon continue sans se perdre. C’est un espace 
où la dispersion permet de se rassembler, où les chocs de culture, la disharmonie, 
le désordre, l’interférence deviennent créateurs. C’est la création d’une culture 
ouverte et inextricable, qui bouscule l’uniformisation par les grandes centrales 
médiatiques et artistiques.23
The unpredictable mixing of several elements to retell the history of slavery 
produces something entirely new.
The layout of the MACTe’s permanent exhibition is organized around six 
“archipelagos”: (1) Les Amériques, (2) Vers l’Esclavage et la Traite négrière, (3) 
Le Temps de l’Esclavage, (4) Le Temps des Abolitions, (5) Le Temps d’Après, 
(6) Aujourd’hui, with each archipelago containing several “islands” that deliver 
key moments in Caribbean and world slave trade history. Although, narratively 
speaking,	 the	 rooms	 progress	 with	 a	 chronological	 flow—unlike	 traditional	
museums—within the same room, MACTe visitors encounter authentic historic 
relics juxtaposed with contemporary works of art. Objects of the past—medieval 
pendants	from	Columbia,	a	sixteenth-century	wood-carved	figurehead	for	a	ship	
prow,	published	treaties	by	Father	Bartolomé	de	Las	Casas	(1474-1566),	whips	
and chains originating from France, Spain, the Netherlands, and the United 
States—exist alongside recent works that evoke the slave trade and slavery in more 
abstract ways, inviting dialogue between history and memory and diversifying the 
perspectives and voices on slavery.
The scenography of the individual “islands” is also remarkably varied, 
ranging,	 for	 example,	 from	 a	multidimensional	 “Disneyfied”	 experience	 of	 an	
embattled “Pirates of the Caribbean” slave deck to the recreation of a slave hut, 
22 Mémorial ACTe Brochure, “L’Esprit du projet,” p. 9.
23 MACTe’s scenography was realized via the collaboration of anthropologist Thierry L’Etang, the Atelier 
Confino,	and	AnimaViva	Productions	(notably	filmmaker	Gilles	Boustani).	Quotation	from	an	interview	by	
Frédéric	Joignot,	“Pour	l’écrivain	Edouard	Glissant,	la	créolisation	du	monde	est	‘irréversible’”	Le Monde, 




where founders of the Négritude movement compare their experiences of 
colonization	in	a	short	documentary	film	projected	on	the	“classroom”	wall.24	Very	
much unlike Nantes’s history museum, the MACTe implements an interactive 
and sensorial museography—which is, at times “tactile” (for example, visitors 
are	 invited	 to	 touch	a	 late	eighteenth-	and	early	nineteenth-century	slave	ankle	
lock), “auditory” (groans from the hold of a slave ship can be heard throughout 
the permanent exhibition), and “visual” (maps, photos, texts, lithography, objects, 
and	 film—a	mix	 of	 both	 historical	 footage	 and	 fiction).	 There	 has	 even	 been	
recent conversation of integrating an “olfactorious” element (such as the scent of 
sugarcane in the room that presents the history of the Darboussier sugar factory 
site on which the MACTe was constructed):








enormous digital version of Le Code noir),	multilingual	audioguides	with	display-
activated headsets, interactive tactile screens, video, lights, and sound all bring the 
scenography to life in surprising and varied ways and contribute to the plurality 
and movement that is the foundation of Creole societies. 
We will discuss here four innovative elements of the MACTe’s museography 
that break with traditional museological practice and bring the museum, as an 
institution, that much closer to postcoloniality.
Blurring Lines between Fiction and History
First, the MACTe enacts a museography that creates ambiguity, blurring lines 
between	fact	and	fiction,	history	and	memory,	and	thereby	calling	into	question	a	
hierarchy between the two.	This	ambiguity	is	created	first,	in	the	juxtaposition	of	
historic relics (that traditionally authenticate historical events) and contemporary 
art that, as we will discuss later, inserts a symbolic emotional element that better 
corresponds to the collective memory of the slave trade and slavery. Next, this 
24 On the varied scenography, the Mémorial ACTe: L’esclavage et la traite négrière dans la Caraïbe et 
le monde, Catalogue (Pointe-à-Pitre:	 Mémorial	ACTe	 Éditions,	 2015),	 p.	 388,	 states	 that	 “Les	 outils	





au sein du sujet pour l’informer sur une histoire puissante sans nécessairement passer par trop de lectures 
fastidieuses et exhaustives.” See Mémorial ACTe: Dossier de Presse, p. 15.
25 Gilles Boustani, email message to author, October 10, 2016.
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ambiguity is also seen in the creative integration of excerpts from téléfilms to 
illustrate historical moments, such as Les Controverses de Valladolid (1992), 
a	 fictionalized	 account	 of	 the	 moral	 and	 theological	 debates	 surrounding	 the	
treatment of indigenous peoples in the colonies, and Toussaint Louverture 
(2012) that follows the rise and fall of Haiti’s revolutionary hero.26 In fact, at 
many moments, the MACTe’s scenography works to dismantle clear boundaries 
between historical events and interpretations of those events and calls into question 
our assumptions. From the beginning of the permanent exhibition, the MACTe’s 
first	two	“islands”	destabilize	in	subtle	ways	some	common	preconceived	notions	
about	the	French	Caribbean.	The	MACTe’s	first	showcase,	for	example,	displays	
a “Black Madonna” that surprises the visitor expecting a standard association 
of	Catholicism	and	“Whiteness.”	 In	 the	same	room,	first-person	 testimonies	by	
filmed	actors	describe	the	destinies	of	four	Black	men	who	came	to	the	Caribbean	
prior to	 the	 slave	 trade,	 including	 Jean-le-Portugais-Noir	 who	 travelled	 with	
Christopher	Columbus	 in	 1492	 and	was	 the	 first	 Black	man	 to	 set	 foot	 in	 the	
Caribbean. In addition, in “Island 5,” the visitor learns of the existence of Black 
pirates (“Black Caesar” and “Black Caesar II” in the Caribbean). By destabilizing 
commonly held assumptions about history, the MACTe introduces an element of 
complexity and necessity for critical thinking.
A Sensorial and Emotional Approach
Second, in spite of some critics’ reservations about the adequacy of representation 
of the human experience of colonial violence, we wish to point out the ways in 
which the MACTe integrates a sensorial and emotional approach and addresses the 
experience of the enslaved either directly or symbolically.27 Within the holdings 
of the room “Le temps de l’esclavage,” the MACTe displays a certain number of 
instruments of containment and torture used against the enslaved, such as whips, 
chains, and cuffs. However, unlike the Nantes history museum described earlier, 
where such instruments of control and torture are displayed out of context in 
vitrines or on walls, these objects are displayed “demonstrably” at the MACTe on 
resin sculptures of African/Creole busts, feet, and hands, thereby reinserting the 
presence of those who suffered the violence of these objects. 
26	 It	is	interesting	to	note	here	that	this	made-for-TV	film	provoked	reactions	against	the	artistic	license	of	
filmmaker	Philippe	Niang,	who	admittedly	altered	certain	facts	in	his	fictional	drama.
27 One critic states, “Ce paradoxe tient au fait que la monumentalité du MACTe dissimule à mon sens en 
fait une exposition où le crime de l’esclavage (et je parle de crime !) ne représente qu’une partie congrue 
laissant sur sa faim les visiteurs venus chercher des informations sur ce qui furent les conditions de vie 
et la réalité de l’expérience des victimes de l’esclavage.” See Stéphanie Mulot, “Le Mémorial ACTe de 
Guadeloupe	:	Réconcilier	les	mémoires,	occulter	l’histoire	?”	(paper	presented	at	the	“Mémoire	et	histoire	
de l’esclavage dans le monde atlantique : Approches comparatives” conference, Université Toulouse 




Figure 2: Chaîne d’esclaves à quatre colliers (Four color chain), Republic of Bénin, 
nineteenth century. 
Source: Fonds MACTe, collection Région Guadeloupe, photo. G. Aricique. 
Of particular note is the Middle Passage corridor that virtually reproduces the 
environment of the slave ship hold. Before accessing the Slavery Archipelago, 




the	floor	 space,	 creating	 the	 sensation	of	 an	 even	more	 restricted	 space.	Using	
nothing but projected images and audio, the otherwise empty hallway creates for 
the visitor a hint of the claustrophobia and anxiety that African captives would 
have experienced in the slave ship hold:
Plutôt	 que	 des	 silhouettes	 dessinées,	 nous	 avons	 préféré	 filmer	 de	 vrais	 corps	
que	 Jean-Damien	Charrière	 a	 ensuite	 quelque	 peu	 “dé-réalisé”	 par	 la	 couleur	 et	
les contours rendus plus graphiques. Le fait que le visiteur doit marcher sur ces 
corps pour traverser le sas est un moment poignant et assez pénible de la visite. Il 
devient encore plus pénible lorsque, les murs se rapprochant, les corps sur le sol se 
recroquevillent	sur	eux-même,	se	replient	dans	la	position	du	foetus.28
It is worth noting that the original plan for this corridor was to close the entry and 
exit doors and for the walls to “close in” on the entrapped visitor; however, for 
obvious safety reasons, the MACTe opted in the end to communicate this captivity 




28 Boustani, email to author, October 10, 2016.
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is but one example of a museography that breaks the boundaries of traditional 
exhibits.
It is precisely this immersive “sensorial approach”—which aims, in the words 
of	the	film	producer	Gilles	Boustani,	to	“tisser	un	lien	avec	les	oeuvres	des	artistes	
présentés, et créer des passerelles sensibles entre expérience émotionnelle et 
réalité de l’esclavage”—that distinguishes the MACTe from other museum sites 
in France and the French Caribbean that choose to include a representation of the 
slave trade and slavery in its exhibits.29
Nonmaterial Culture
Third, whereas traditional museums base their displays upon the collections they 
hold, what drives the MACTe is the privileging of a concept over objects: “‘Dans 
un	musée,	la	scénographie	part	d’une	collection.	Ici,	elle	part	du	propos.ʼ”30 This 
decentring of physical objects is most apparent in the MACTe’s celebration of 
intangible	heritage	as	defined	by	UNESCO:
Cultural heritage does not end at monuments and collections of objects. It also 
includes traditions or living expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on 
to our descendants, such as oral traditions, performing arts, social practices, rituals, 
festive events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe or the 
knowledge and skills to produce traditional crafts.31
Through its regular hosting of music concerts, dance and theatre performances, such 
“actions culturelles” as traditional Guadeloupian cooking and gardening workshop 
offerings,	“Identité	et	Diversité”	film	series,	and	extensive	contemporary	artwork	
both in its permanent and rotating temporary exhibitions, the MACTe is a lieu 
par excellence of Creole cultural heritage. This commitment to celebrating Creole 
culture is expressed explicitly on a plaque on the wall that connects resistance 
of	the	enslaved	to	various	spiritual	traditions	(Voodoo,	Santeria)	in	Guadeloupe:	
“Slave ships deported men but also their gods and deities and their related music, 
dance, secrets and mythologies.” A defence against cultural annihilation, cultural 
practices are described in the MACTe’s catalogue as forms of resistance on the 
same level as revolts by the enslaved and marronnage: “Ce refus s’exprime soit, 
par des troubles violents à l’ordre établi, les révoltes, soit, par la resurgence des 
cultures africaines à travers les chants, les danses, les mythes et les croyances, 
ou encore par la réalisation d’un jardin vivrier personnel.”32 Indeed, in addition 
to religious beliefs and practices, Carnival, drumming and dance rituals, halfway 
through the visit, the MACTe invites the visitor to literally step outside into a 
29	 Boustani,	email	to	author,	August	6,	2016.	On	the	MACTe’s	approach,	Boustani	adds:	“Nous	qualifions	
certains	de	ces	dispositifs	‘d’immersifs,’	lorsque	la	dimensions	sensorielle,	poétique	ou	sensible	prend	le	
pas sur l’aspect pédagogique ou didactique.”
30 Levisalles, “Esclavage : en Guadeloupe.” 
31	 “What	 is	 Intangible	Cultural	Heritage?”	UNESCO	(website),	accessed	September	11,	2019,	https://ich.
unesco.org/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003. 
32 Mémorial ACTe: L’esclavage et la traite négrière dans la Caraïbe et le monde, Catalogue, p. 194.
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tropical humid Creole garden space featuring a list of plants and their Amerindian 
linguistic derivatives. 
Contemporary Art: Au-delà d’une répresentation littérale
Finally,	the	most	significant	way	in	which	the	MACTe	challenges	the	boundaries	
of traditional museography while insisting on an emotional approach to slavery 
is in its strategic integration of contemporary art into the six archipelagos of the 
permanent exhibit: “La présence des artistes est liée à leur capacité de transcender 
les concepts, en allant au-delà d’une représentation littérale” (emphasis mine).33 
Within the same room, MACTe visitors—unlike visitors to traditional museums—
encounter 500 patrimonial objects juxtaposed with 25 contemporary works of art 
by mostly African diasporic artists. Drawing inspiration from abstract connections 
33 Mémorial ACTe: L’esclavage et la traite négrière dans la Caraïbe et le monde, Catalogue, p. 381.
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Figure 3: Pascale Marthine Tayou, “L’arbre de l’oubli”, 2014.
Source: Fonds MACTe, collection Région Guadeloupe, photo. G. Aricique.
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to past events and oftentimes mixing mediums—sculpture, painting, drawing, 
quilt—these works originate from all over the world and make connections 
between the transatlantic slave trade, slavery, and today:
Les	œuvres	du	Camerounais	Pascale	Marthine	Tayou,	de	l’Américaine	Kara	Walker	
et du Guadeloupéen Shuck One invitent le visiteur à s’interroger sur les origines de 
l’esclavage, sur ses rituels, sur les rôles de maître et d’esclave, sur l’héritage laissé 
par les résistants, mais aussi sur la brutalité des peuples.34
Each work, in its own way, represents an emotional response to the historic events 
that inspired it.
Cameroonian	Pascale	Marthine	Tayou’s	“L’Arbre	de	l’oubli”	(2015)—a	six-
by-six-meter	 “tree”	mixes	 nature	with	 cultural	 and	 religious	 items	 (suspended	
from the tree’s branches) that the enslaved had to leave behind during the 
transatlantic separation from Africa’s coasts.35 In the city of Ouidah and in what 
is now Benin, captives were made to circle this tree seven times prior to boarding 
the transatlantic vessels so that they would forget their past: “Ces hommes et ces 
femmes devenaient ainsi des esclaves sans passé.”36 Artists Abdoulaye Konaté 
(Mali) and Bruno Pédurand (Guadeloupe/Martinique) both evoke the Middle 
Passage and slave ship hold, but with connections to more recent contemporary 
contexts. 
Konaté’s quilt “Génération biométrique” (2011) features horizontal bodies 
(cut-outs	 of	 African	 pagne textile patterns) with a modern twist: The Statue 
of	Liberty	 in	 the	upper	 left-hand	corner	 invites	 the	visitor	 to	consider	how	 the	
difficult	 travel,	arrival,	and	 integration	 itineraries	of	 immigrants	might	 in	some	
way	resemble,	or	be	an	extension	of,	an	eighteenth-century	transatlantic	voyage	
and its aftermath: “His work here deals with African migration caused by poverty 
and the deaths at sea engendered by a new form of slavery.”37 
Pédurand’s installation “Révolutions” (2015) connects the reinstatement of 
slavery in Guadeloupe to an ongoing process of healing: “For Bruno Pédurand like 
for all Guadeloupians, the reinstatement of slavery remains an open wound. The 
artist’s	installation	in	the	convex	shaped	hallway	stirs	up	memories.	Visitors	enter	
a haunted world in which symbols of past and present are intertwined” (emphasis 
mine).38 Likewise, in a series of raw sketches of violent scenes, Beninese Pélagie 
Gbaguidi’s “Le Code Noir” (2015) is a contemporary artistic reaction to past 
34 Antoine Flandrin, “Cinq choses à savoir sur le Mémorial ACTe, en Guadeloupe,” Le Monde, May 10, 
2015, http://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2015/05/10/cinq-choses-a-savoir-sur-le-memorial-acte-en-
guadeloupe_4630682_3212.html.
35 These hanging abandoned objects recall Glissant’s “migrant nu”: “L’Africain déporté est dépouillé de ses 
langues, de ses dieux, de ses outils, de ses instruments quotidiens, de son savoir, de sa mesure du temps, de 
son imaginaire des paysages, tout cela s’est englouti et a été digéré dans le ventre du bateau négrier.” See 
Glissant, Mémoires, p. 108. 
36 “En Guadeloupe, un mémorial pour interroger l’esclavage,” Le Monde, July 7, 2015, http://www.lemonde.
fr/afrique/visuel/2015/07/07/en-guadeloupe-un-memorial-pour-interroger-l-esclavage_4666136_3212.
html#/chapters/arts.
37 Explicative plaque accompanying Abdoulaye Konaté’s “Génération biométrique,” 2011, textile, MACTe, 
Guadeloupe. 
38 Explicative plaque accompanying Abdoulaye Konaté’s “Génération biométrique.”
193
violence: “Although it happened centuries ago, she feels deeply wounded by the 
Code noir. So she sketches as if to exorcise her inner demons and keep madness at 
bay. Portrayals of the unspeakable, her drawings are raw and intense” (emphasis 
mine).39 
It is these contemporary art pieces that best communicate the collective 
and painful memory of slavery and provide the visitor the key to the MACTe. 
In moving beyond a literal representation of the horrors of the slave trade and 
slavery, this museography resonates with Édouard Glissant’s caution against any 
attempt to represent the slave trade or slavery other than symbolically: “Les décors 
et installations éviteront le style de reconstitution réaliste, qui ne rend compte de 
rien du tout, car il n’approchera jamais la cruauté des ventres des bateaux et des 
antres des Plantations.”40
Conclusion: Se souvenir autrement
By	blurring	the	lines	between	history	and	fiction,	connecting	past	and	present,	and	
juxtaposing “authenticating” historic relic with symbolic contemporary artistic 
creations in a nonhierarchical way, the MACTe enacts a Creole museography, 
whereby not one single element is placed above another: “Les créolisations ne 
vont et ne fonctionnent et ne s’équilibrent que quand aucune de leurs parties n’est 
décriée	par-dessous	les	autres.”41 By placing its visitors in an intensely interactive 
and highly interpretative role, the MACTe guides its visitors to look beyond the 
obvious and to interrogate assumptions of what we know about the history of the 
slave trade, slavery, and their abolition. In the words of Glissant, we are being 
asked to remember differently: “se souvenir autrement.”42
This didactic mission is stated in an obvious way in the reminder plaques to 
the visitor to “listen” and to “look” (but not “touch” the works of art): “ÉCOUTER 
TOUCHER	REGARDER.	LES	OEUVRES	SONT	FRAGILES.”	This	didacticism	
is	also	present	in	more	subtle,	playful,	and	self-reflective	ways	in	the	permanent	
exhibit. For example, in the room “Vers l’esclavage et la traite négrière,” which 
contextualizes European objects exchanged against African slaves and colonial 
products produced in the New World, the MACTe chooses to display these objects 
in identical cubic vitrine structures, but one with glass (cooking pots and utensils, 
metal, pistols, mirrors, scissors, glass, etc.), and the other without (tobacco, sugar, 
cotton,	indigo).	Furthermore,	in	the	glass-encased	cube,	six	rifle	barrels	protrude	
out of circular openings at the top of the cube. 
Although it is clear that the absence of glass is not to be interpreted as an 
invitation to touch these objects, the lack of barrier of course raises questions 
about the authenticity of the objects and also about the limits and responsibilities 
of the visitor. Finally, the visitor enjoys a certain complicity when recognizing 
those moments when the museography calls attention to itself, for example in the 
room	dedicated	 to	 the	 resistance	of	 the	enslaved,	where	fictionalized	 reenacted	
39 Explicative plaque accompanying Abdoulaye Konaté’s “Génération biométrique.”
40 Glissant, Mémoires, pp.	153-154.
41 Glissant, Mémoires, p. 92.
42 Glissant, Mémoires, p. 162.
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cinematic scenes of marronnage are projected on a wall with an emergency exit. 
Like the door opening onto the Creole garden and the Middle Passage audio that 
permeates the entire exhibit, these moments of clin d’oeil scenography reward the 
museumgoer	who	does	the	work	of	looking	beyond	a	surface-level	interpretation	
of the exposition’s holdings, and once again point to the MACTe’s dépassement 
of conventional museal boundaries.
